L ike many of you, I wear multiple hats. One of those hats is to be a member of the International Advisory Group on Occupational Science (IAG:OS) for the World Federation of Occupational Therapists. Recently, that group was asked to advise on the definition of the term occupation. As you can imagine, that is no easy feat. First, the group is composed of a number of academics; having a number of academics agree on the definition of any concept is always problematic. Second, the IAG:OS is composed of members from around the world; having a unified global perspective on a topic is equally problematic. However, those issues, singly or in combination, are minor when the concept to be defined is occupation! Occupation is a term in common use. Accordingly, it has well-established meanings; meanings that, unfortunately, are not consistent with those that we, as occupational therapists, espouse. Each of us can recount scenarios that highlight the disconnect between our use of the term occupation and that of others and the confusion that it spawns. No doubt many of us have had to explain on numerous occasions that occupation, as we use it in occupational therapy, refers to more than just paid work.
However, I trust that few of us have had to assure the authorities that we pose no threat to national safety. Alison Wicks told the following story at the Second International Think Tank on Occupational Science to emphasize the need for a definition of occupational therapy that is easily understood by everyone:
The representative from Brazil described an instance when traveling in South America with a colleague who described herself as an occupational therapist when passing through a national border. That colleague was detained for many hours and had her passport temporarily confiscated because it was assumed that the role of an occupational therapist was to occupy the country and incite revolution (A. Wicks, personal communication, April 27, 2007).
I find this story personally poignant because my father, who grew up in Ukraine, a country with a long history of occupation, always says to me (presumably jokingly), "I know you are an occupational therapist, Helene, but I still don't understand what territories you occupy." What territories indeed?
The definition that we proffer as a profession must make clear the territories that we occupy (i.e., it must specify the domain of concern of the profession). In addition, the definition must be such that it resonates well with the established meanings in everyday use (i.e., in as much as occupation is a term in common use, it behooves us to use the term in the common way). Fortunately, the term has many meanings in its everyday use, meanings that are context specific (e.g., it is commonly understood that the occupation of a country is different from the occupation of a person). Indeed, it can be understood easily that one's occupation could be to participate in the occupation of a country-as the border guard in the above scenario had suspected of the occupational therapist.
The context in which we as occupational therapists use the term occupation is the everyday; our concern is with the things people need to, want to, or are expected to do every day. For the most part, we are concerned with the routine and the mundane, the ordinary things most people are able to do and take for granted until they become a challenge. The territories that we occupy are the daily struggles that people face when, due to illness, disease, or disability, the ordinary becomes extraordinary. Accordingly, we need to describe and discuss our domain of concern in relation to the everyday. We need to consider how the context of the term occupation gives it meaning in the vernacular and then we need to evoke that context in our use of the term. Thus, as Alison Wicks asked of the IAG:OS, we need to describe occupation simply, using words that can be easily understood.
Try this on for size. First, consider your own answer to the following two questions: (1) What is your occupation? and (2) What are your daily occupations? Now go out and ask non-occupational therapist friends or colleagues the same two questions. Listen carefully to their answers. What have you learned? I hope you learned that our use of the term is not necessarily at odds with its common everyday use. Rather, our use is inadequately contextualized. When we speak of occupation as our domain of concern, we do not mean the occupation of a country nor do we specifically mean a person's occupation, what one might call occupation with a capital "O." Rather, we mean occupations with a lowercase "o," the everyday things that each of us does in the course of a day.
Previously, I have called for the specification of our language. I have suggested that a taxonomy would help us describe our domain of concern in a manner that is more easily acceptable to the non-occupational therapy world. I stand by that call and add here that we need to delimit our use of the term occupation and draw on common usage of the term to help us contextualize our occupation. In general day-to-day parlance, the primary understanding of the term occupation is that appearing as the first definition in the main dictionaries, "a person's usual or principal work or business, esp. as a means of earning a living; vocation" (Meriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2006) . This primary understanding notwithstanding, it is also generally understood that the term occupation can refer to its second or third level definitions as "any activity in which a person is engaged" (Meriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2006) . Accordingly, we need to contextualize our use of the term occupation; we need to embed it in the every day.
